How to Embrace Writing the Required College Essays
By Carmen Acevedo Butcher

On the Friday before a beautiful, sunny weekend in May, a professor says to a class with visions of sunbathing and phone time, “Your essays are due Monday,” and the ordinary student is struck with fear and anger, anger that the professor dare require an essay be written over a sunny weekend, and fear over producing a good essay by Monday.  But the extraordinary students inhabiting Shorter College’s classrooms have a different point of view when it comes to essay-writing, and they are unafraid.  They know essay-writing can become as comfortable as a weekend spent sunbathing and phoning your ten best friends.  They know that students who follow the advice in this essay do not hysterically type essays on their computer; they calmly create them instead.  Accept the fear, empty your memory stick, focus on the process (not on the “product”), make the present count, don’t write in haste, hone your skills, and breathe. 

Anyone who writes feels fear, but experienced writers accept that fear and learn from it, rather than letting it overrun them.  No matter how excellent, any batter who gets up to bat feels his or her stomach knot up and squeeze on the chewed-up-remains of that last hot-dog lunch.  The experienced actor also knows the sheer terror that comes before facing an audience.  The only way Babe Ruth, Brad Pitt, and the writer get over those nerves is by making fear their friend.  This is only done by facing whatever you fear.  Write the essay.  If you don’t like it, you can always re-write it.  That’s why it’s important to start early, as soon as your teacher mentions the topic.

Empty your memory stick, too.  One high school English teacher may have told you one thing, another may have told you another, and certainly a third told you something entirely different from the first two about how to write a good essay.  These teachers are not necessarily wrong, but you are now in the classroom of a new teacher who has new expectations and new criteria for writing.  Listen to him or her.  Ask questions.  I am always having to delete something from my Cruzer mini 128mb because it’s full or close to it and can accept no more documents unless I do.  All of life is like that.  If you never broke up with (or was never broken up with by) a boyfriend or a girlfriend, you’d be jostling about life with an entourage of complications and would never be free to meet someone with whom may indeed want to share your life forever.  So if you have arrived at college with the idea that an essay must have five paragraphs or that each paragraph in an essay must have seven (or six or five or four) sentences or that each body paragraph in an essay must have a topic sentence at the very beginning of the paragraph (or at the very end or both) or that no sentence can ever begin with “And” or end with a preposition, empty your mind of past learning and old habits.  Only then can you learn new knowledge.  Unlearning is the first step to learning, even in essay-writing.

Focus on the process.  Writing is not a single episode.  Writing is a journey, just as stepping on a train to go from Seoul to Taegu is a journey across the beautiful, mountainous countryside that is South Korea.  When a person is learning to make chocolate chip cookies, he or she must focus on the process, not the initial product usually because invariably some of those first batches will come out of the oven mushy wet dough and some will come out charred round bricks.  Quitting is always an option, but not a very interesting one.  Besides, eventually the perfect chocolate chip cookie emerges, and I’ve never minded mushy wet dough nor charred round bricks when a speck of chocolate is involved.  You will probably not write the “perfect” essay on your first try; however, perfection is not your goal, anyway.  Allow yourself to be a beginner.  Those who are always learning are always beginners.  Give yourself permission to begin to learn this semester how to write better for life.  Give yourself time.  If you are someone to whom things usually come easily or if you are a conscientious student who made all A’s in high school English, do not allow yourself to become discouraged if your first college essay earns a D-, as this college professor’s certainly did.  

Make the present count.  That means, Don’t procrastinate.  It also means that when you sit down to work on your essay, focus on the essay only.  Don’t sit down to write your essay but then decide you must clean your fridge, call your mother, e-mail your best friend back home, paint your toenails hot magenta, go to the gym and lift weights, or make a snack of peanut butter crackers.  Instead, reward yourself.  Tell yourself, “After I write a page of this essay, I can have a snack,” or “Once I hammer out this thesis, I’m going to call my mom and talk ten minutes.”  Best of all, tell yourself, “When I finish writing this essay and revising this essay and proofreading it, then I can go lie out in the sun all afternoon.”  That is Saturday morning.  The great benefit of this approach is that after your write your essay Saturday morning, you have all afternoon to sunbathe with your friends, and by Sunday the “backburner” part of your mind will have had plenty of free time to reconsider what you have written, and you can revise and proofread one more time on Sunday before printing out your “final” version to hand in.

Don’t write in haste.  Mostly this point reiterates those points already outlined above, but it is worth reiterating.  Essays written in haste taste like chocolate chip cookies baked in haste, look like baseballs slugged in haste, and sound like lines learned and delivered in haste in some play.  Essays written in haste are unsavory, foul, and uninspiring.  Imagine a house constructed in haste by construction workers ready to dash off to the next job.  It would be crooked, it would leak, and its foundation would crack at the least little shake.  And the first hard wind would blow the halfway-secured roof right off.  When you’re writing an essay, write the essay leisurely, as if you had all the time in the world to devote to it.  The irony is that if you follow this advice, the essay will usually take far less time than if you rush it.

Use essay-writing as an opportunity to hone your communication skills in general.  Unless you are going to man (or woman) a lighthouse on a remote Oregon coastline (and, even then, you have to know when to fire that spotlight), most jobs require good communication skills, and writing is always an essential part of learning to communicate effectively.  So learning to write a good essay with confidence has very practical applications, for the rest of your life.  Also, think of this:  learning to communicate well is an essential ingredient in a happy marriage, in happy friendships, and—most importantly—in having a happy relationship with yourself.  Learning to write a good essay has very personal benefits.  As you learn to write with confidence, you learn to understand and appreciate yourself more.  You learn to express yourself better.  Jesus said, “Love your neighbor as yourself [author’s emphasis]” (Mark 12:31).  Learning to write better is synonymous with learning to love yourself better.  In turn, you will be able to love your neighbor better, too.  So, in a way, a good essay is one more step towards world peace.

Finally, breathe.  Inevitably, when writing an essay, you will run into problems.  Writing an essay is very like life.  There are problems.  Everyone has problems, and everyone who writes has problems writing.  At some time or another, you will hit a snag.  Assuming you have started early, hitting a snag is simply hitting a snag, something that happens.  Let it happen.  Do not pull your hair out, beat your breast, and holler out, “I AM SO STUPID!  I CAN’T WRITE!  I’LL NEVER GET THIS ESSAY DONE!”  Instead, say to yourself, “Well, I’ll let it sit awhile and go for a walk.”  Or, “I’ll work on the next body paragraph and come back to work on the first body paragraph later.”  Or, “What if I toss out all I’ve written so far and try a new approach.”  Do not be afraid.  Or, rather, do let yourself feel the fear of not getting past the snag, and then let go of that fear.  

Breathe.  They teach women who are having babies to keep breathing through the pain.  This sounds quite simple until you actually try it.  Writing well may be the closest men and women-who’ve-never-been-pregnant come to knowing the raw, life-giving pain of childbirth.  There will be some intense pain, even in writing the simplest college essay.  When you feel panic, breathe through it.  My daughter had pneumonia once, and she was given Rosephin, a very painful, burning shot; her doctor, my friend, told me in a whisper, “This will really burn her leg.”  “Mom?  Will this hurt?” she asked through gaunt eyes and a pasty face.  I had to be truthful, “Yes, Baby, it will hurt.  But I’ll help you breathe through it.”  Breathe in through your nose.  Pretend the air is some sort of healthy, golden fog going in.  Let it fill up both the top and the bottom half of your lungs with air.  Most people only fill up the top half.  Then breathe out through your mouth, noisily, with force.  It works.  Don’t forget to breathe.

Of course, if all else fails, if you have started early and followed every prescription in this essay and still have experienced snag after snag after snag, call or see your professor.  If you learn confidence in writing, this new-found confidence will spread to every facet of your life.  I won’t say you will become a babe- or a Brad-Pitt-magnet, but I will say your self-confidence and your enjoyment of life will soar.  And that is because of the best-kept secret of writing:  it rocks!

